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Foreward

Dear reader

First launched in 2022, the Tapestry Initiative strives to enable all 
researchers to see themselves in the collections, products, and 
services they receive from their Archives. For racialized communities 
in Ottawa, in particular, this has not always been the case. To address 
this, we have been reaching out to these communities to ensure 
that the records of people, businesses, and community groups are 
preserved either within their communities or at the Archives.

We also strive to discover the records already present in our 
collections and to catalogue and access them in a way that is 
respectful of how communities see and present themselves. We 
acknowledge that government agencies have not always been  
seen as safe spaces, therefore, we want to make our collections 
accessible to everyone.

When we asked Robert Yip, from Ottawa's Chinese community, to 
help us document the experience of his community, the donations 
that followed became part of our permanent collection. Available to 
present and future researchers, students, and community members, 
they tell an interesting and poignant story.

Through exhibitions and showcases, we can tell stories that 
many Canadians may not know, engage our visitors and prompt 
conversations. Our Occasional Series shares these stories with 
those who did not experience the exhibition and continues these 
meaningful discussions.

We hope you appreciate our work.

– City Archivist, Paul J. Henry
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Introduction

On November 17, 2022, the City of Ottawa Archives launched the 
Tapestry project, a collaborative initiative with the Friends of the City 
of Ottawa Archives to build relationships with diverse communities 
in Ottawa through community engagement. Currently the Archives 
is working with the Chinese community along with several other 
communities to understand the needs of each community, learn 
about community members’ experiences and perspectives, and raise 
awareness on the value of community memory and history.

Through the Tapestry initiative, the City has acquired material 
from Robert Yip, who has been extensively involved in community 
advocacy and promoting cross-cultural understanding on Chinese 
Canadian media issues, community-police relations, and community 
history for over 30 years.

These materials document Robert’s involvement and advocacy for 
the local and broader Chinese Canadian community.
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Chinese Immigration to Ottawa

With the completion of the transcontinental railway in 1885, the 
Chinese population on Canada’s west coast began migration ever 
farther eastward. After 1885, any Chinese labourer entering Canada 
had to pay the head tax, which was set at $50 in 1885, raised to $100 
in 1902 and raised again to $500 in 1903. They hoped to find work 
through relations who had gone before them, by striking out on 
their own, or by partnering with other individuals like themselves to 
open businesses. 

In 1923, the Canadian government, in order to bar Chinese 
immigration, replaced the head tax with the Chinese Immigration 
Act (commonly referred to as the “Exclusion Act” after the American 
law of the same name). By then, a handful of men in Ottawa had 
brought their wives from China. Chinese-owned businesses, whose 
owners installed their families in apartments above or behind the 
premises, were now conglomerated in some of the A-frame wood 
houses that lined a couple blocks of Albert Street, three blocks from 
Parliament Hill. Interspersed among white-owned businesses—a 
tire shop, a print shop, a paper company and the first government 
office building—were a half dozen Chinese-run businesses: a grocer, 
a confectionary, a café, a couple of laundries, and clubs where 
gambling was the pastime.

Lives of the Family website, Denise Chong

Chinese immigration certificate
C. I. 28 certificate issued to Chow Yip, 1914
Courtesy of Bill Joe 
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All of the head tax certificates presented relate  
to the Joe family

"In 1913, the teenaged Shung Joe had a brother and a half-brother 
living overseas in Canada, one in Vancouver and the other in Ottawa.  
The half-brother in Ottawa had a thriving laundry business and 
convinced the young boy to come from China to Canada to work for 
him. 

Unlike his half-brother, who went on to open an equally successful 
café, but then in short order, gambled or squandered everything 
away, Shung saved diligently. Over a decade, he made a visit back to 
China to marry, and then, in 1923, once he’d saved enough, he sent 
for his wife, Kai Voon. Her boat docked in Vancouver in 1923 just as 
the Chinese Exclusion Act took effect, and it looked as though she 
would have to return to China. Happily, with the help of a church 
official in Victoria who acted as an intermediary, Shung Joe was able 
to plead her case, and she was allowed to pay the head tax and enter 
Canada.

Shung opened his own laundry business at their home at 110 
O’Connor Street. He soon expanded the business and opened a 
sub-plant nearby at 152 Slater Street. Later, he would also offer the 
new service of drycleaning. In the 1930s, his brother, Joe Fong (a 
Canadian immigration official had reversed his surname and given 
names) moved from Vancouver to Ottawa to work for him. Shung 
and his wife would raise six children in Ottawa: Allen, Irene, Edwin, 
William (Bill), Daisy, and Betty. Sadly, a seventh, Lawrence, was 
playing one day near the locks by the Chateau Laurier Hotel and 
fell in the river and drowned. None of the Joe children stayed in the 
family’s business."

Lives of the Family website, Denise Chong
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Chinese immigration certificates:
C. I. 5 certificate issued to Chow Shung, 1913 
Courtesy of Bill Joe 
C. I. 5 certificate issued to Chow Kwai Fong, 1922  
Courtesy of Don Kwan



Chinese immigration certificates:
C. I. 5 certificate issued to Chow Yip, 1908
Courtesy of Bill Joe 
C. I. 36 certificate issued to Ng Tuk Joe, 1924 
Courtesy of Bill Joe

(image right)
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Various clippings from local 
newspapers.
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1) Say Orientals Won’t Assimilate: B.C. Members Would 
Exclude the Asiatics.

WOULD BAN ALL ORIENTALS FROM DOMINION

B.C. Fears of “Yellow Peril” Do Not Impress Members of the Ministry.

Immigrants Finger Prints To Be Taken At Entry Port

Cabinet On Anxious Seat As Patronage Turn On Programme Draws 
Nigh. 

By Our Parliamentary Correspondent.

The “Yellow Peril,” favorite bogey of the statesmen since the 
Russian bear turned Bolshevist, worried Parliament yesterday. It 
was brought up by Mr. Neill, of British Columbia, who introduced a 
bill designed to minimize the menace. Mr. Neill is an Independent 
who sits with the Progressives but mostly votes with the 
Government. His two pet aversions are (1) Mr. Meighen (he told 
the House last year that his single mandate was to vote against the 
Opposition Leader), and (2) Orientals. He thinks, and explained to 
the House at great length, that the yellow man, especially the Jap, 
is a danger, and in sombre language he told how the white man 
was being driven out of British Columbia. The remedy he proposed 
was exclusion—sudden, complete, and permanent. 

The House, however, refused to be dismayed. It yawned, retired 
to the smoking room, or looked dubious; leaving the British 
Columbians to thunder against the peril alone. The Progressives 
from the prairies, the members from rural and urban Ontario, 
the Quebecers, and the Maritimers are too far removed from the 
danger. Their conception of Orientals, and especially Chinese, is 
that of the little brown men who launder their collars and produce 
excellent T-bone steaks. 

—

—
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Nor did Mr. Stewart, the Minister of Immigration, display signs of 
fear. He did not appear to think that Mr. Neill’s vivid word pictures 
correctly mirrored the B.C. position; and he promised a bill of his 
own adequate to the case. It would be a bill, he explained, which, 
among other things, would provide for registration and the taking 
of immigrants’ fingerprints. 

The British Columbians, however, were not appeased. Mr. Stevens 
and Mr. McQuarrie rallied around Mr. Neill, and Mr. McQuarrie 
became so vehement that Mr. Irvine, of Calgary, discerned “threats 
of Bolshevism from the Tory ranks.”

When 6 o’clock came, ending the Wednesday session, the debate 
was still going on.

Perhaps the Ministry was glad. For Mr. Neill’s bill was dangerously 
near the order resuming the debate on Major Power’s drive for 
patronage, and, after what happened last week, the Cabinet is not 
anxious to return quickly to that topic. However, Mr. Hal McGiverin 
was on hand, ready for all emergencies. 

On the orders of the day (when members were allowed to ask 
questions and cross-examine the Government) Mr. Meighen 
brought up the Pan-American Union. He wanted to know whether 
we had been invited to join the Union, and, if so, whether we were 
going to accept the invitation. Mr. King replied that we had not 
been invited by anybody in authority. Pressed whether we had 
been invited by anybody without authority, or to say whether 
there had been “representations, or correspondence” regarding 
the subject, he explained that he had been approached by a 
gentleman in an unofficial way, but was not quite clear whether 
this gentleman’s representations constituted matter for further 
consideration at this time. 

The Ottawa Journal | February 22, 1923
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2) Finger Prints of Chinese Entering Canada in Future

Will be Taken as Means of Identification. 
Hon. Chas (Charles) Stewart Announces Provision of New Bill.

B.C. Members Stress Oriental Dangers

Ind. Member Moved That Minister Should be Final Judge

(Article not legible)

The Citizen | February 22, 1923 

3) Oriental Rush for Dominion Causes Worry

Canada Negotiating To Modify Gentlemen’s Agreement Allowing 
400 Japs a Year.

Premier Says Barriers Interfere In Trade

Another Day Spent On Immigration Estimates and Few Votes Get 
Through. 

Immigration, Oriental and Occidental, was again the chief topic of 
discussion by members of the Commons, and with that discussion 
it became increasingly evident that expenditures under this 
heading are to be subjected to close scrutiny by the members of 
both sections of the opposition.

Beginning with a debate in Chinese and Japanese immigration, in 
which the acting Minister of Immigration, Hon. Charles Stewart, 
stated that Chinese residents of Canada were endeavoring to bring 
many Chinese children into the Dominion before the proposed 
Chinese Immigration Act became effective, and the Prime Minister 
stated that modifications of the immigration treaty between Japan 

—

—

—

—
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and Canada were being negotiated, the discussion covered a wide 
range. 

The Ottawa Journal | March 24, 1923

4) Chinese Immigration

Amendments to the law in regard to Chinese immigration were 
introduced in the house of commons yesterday afternoon by Hon. 
Charles Stewart, acting minister of immigration and colonization. 

Mr. Stewart stated that there were a number of new features in 
the bill, including definitions of students and merchants. Under 
the bill, the only children to be admitted without payment of head 
tax are those who have gone out of Canada for the purpose of 
education. Students to be entitled to free admission must be in 
attendance at a Canadian institution authorized to grant degrees. 
The minister said that the definition of a merchant had caused 
much difficulty and with other features of the bill would be further 
explained when the second reading of the bill was moved. 

Ottawa Citizen | March 3, 1923

5) Registration of Chinese in Canada

Last Day to Comply With Regulation. No Last Minute Rush Noticed 
in Ottawa. 

Today is the last day on which Chinese residents can comply with 
Section 18 of the Chinese Immigration Act, 1923, which became 
law on June 30th, 1923, and which requires all Chinese in the Do-
minion to register within twelve months of that date. 

The wording of the section is as follows:

“Within twelve months after the coming into the force of this act 
and subject to such regulations as may be made by the Governor 
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General in council for the purpose, every person of Chinese origin 
or descent in Canada, irrespective of allegiance or citizenship, shall 
register with such officer or officers and at such place or places as 
are designated by the Governor General in council, for that pur-
pose, and obtain a certificate in the form prescribed: provided that 
those persons who may, during the time fixed for registration, be 
absent from Canada with authority to return, may register upon 
their return.”

Registration has been going along steadily since the passing of 
the act, and there is no last minute rush noticeable in Ottawa. The 
chief controller of Chinese immigration, Mr. Percy Reid, has been 
transferred to Vancouver during the last twelve months, but regis-
tration in Ottawa is still carried on in the controller’s office on the 
eighth floor of the Jackson building.

The penalty of failing to register as required by the act is subject 
to a fine not exceeding $500 or to imprisonment for a period not 
exceeding twelve months, or to both. The law embraces all those 
of Chinese origin, and, where this is denied, the onus of proof rests 
upon the alleged delinquent. 

Ottawa Citizen | June 30, 1924
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The Ottawa Journal (Ottawa, Ontario, Canada) ·  Wed, Jan 26, 1966 ·  Page 20

https://cityofottawaarchives.newspapers.com/image/42605852 Downloaded on Jun 1, 2023

City of Ottawa Archives

Copyright © 2023 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.
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Journal Family Portraits of the Week

On the eve of the Chinese New Year, Mr. and Mrs. William Joe are 
seen with their children in the living room of their Kildonan Avenue 
home. Following the Chinese custom, Mr. Joe presents his children 
with red envelopes containing silver for good luck in the Year of the 
Horse. Seated from the left are Brenda, 8, Barbara, 7, and Laurie, 5, 
all pupils at D. Roy Kennedy Public School, and Christine, 3. Michael, 
one year, is seated on his mother’s knee. Mr. Joe is the son of Mrs. 
Shung Joe of Ottawa and the late Mr. Joe. His wife, a native of Hong 
Kong, is the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. R. Y. Cheng of that city. Mrs. Joe 
came to Ottawa in 1951. 

The Ottawa Journal | January 26, 1966
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Map of Ottawa's Chinatown 1986 

A budding Chinatown, 1980s
Photos courtesy of Ottawa  
Chinatown 1931-2014 by David Lai
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Ottawa’s Chinatowns

Ottawa had two different areas that served as Chinatown. Ottawa’s 
original Chinatown grew along Albert Street between Kent and 
O’Connor streets, starting with three laundries, one restaurant and 
one grocery store in 1914 and three grocery stores, two laundries, 
two recreation clubs and one gift shop in 1931. During the 1960s 
and 1970s, as businesses along Albert Street closed and more 
Chinese families lived and set up businesses along Somerset Street 
West, this area replaced Albert Street as Chinatown.

“Ottawa’s Chinatown is a compact and multicultural community 
centred around Somerset Street West, between Centretown and 
Little Italy (just west of Bronson Avenue).

In the early 20th century, the area that is now Chinatown was home 
to mostly working class Irish and Italian immigrants, while the 
local Chinese population was scattered throughout downtown. 
When Ottawa welcomed thousands of Vietnamese refugees in 
1979, many settled in the area. Through the 1990s and 2000s, the 
neighbourhood developed an official identity and was eventually 
designated as the Chinatown Business Improvement Area. A 
beautiful Chinatown Gateway, or Royal Arch, was unveiled in 2010 as 
a joint project with Beijing, Ottawa’s sister city.” 

Ottawa Tourism

Marion Hum, Bill Joe and Frank Ling at the unveiling of the lions at the base 
of the Ottawa Chinatown Royal Arch, October 7, 2010
City of Ottawa Archives | RG027/10H-217 173



A Historical Guide to Ontario’s Chinatowns, published by the Chinese  
Canadian National Council (CCNC) & CCNC Toronto Chapter
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-4-2
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Community Advocacy and Activism

Formed in 1980 after successful nationwide protests against a 
racist TV show that falsely depicted Chinese Canadian students 
in our universities as foreigners, the Chinese Canadian National 
Council (CCNC) was a national organization comprised of 22 local 
and associate chapters, including Ottawa. The CCNC’s objectives 
included the promotion of understanding and cooperation between 
Chinese Canadians and all other ethnic and racial groups in Canada. 

Robert Yip became a CCNC-Ottawa director and had been 
responsible for media relations in Ottawa for many years. The CCNC 
reincorporated in 2019 as the Chinese Canadian National Council for 
Social Justice, which continues to monitor the media as a means of 
promoting human rights and understanding.

Advocacy letters and media clippings  
related to Chinese-Canadian community issues
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-1 / MG-911-2

Images left:  



Plaque from the Chinese Canadian National Council Ottawa Chapter  
 to Marion Dewar for her support to the Chinese community,   
October 20, 1989
City of Ottawa Archives | MG448-06-027

Marion Dewar received this plaque from the Chinese Canadian 
National Council Ottawa Chapter recognizing her support to 
Ottawa’s Chinese community over the years. As Mayor, Marion 
Dewar was a supportive and vocal advocate for the richness of 
diversity Chinese Canadians brought to Ottawa. She spoke out 
against racism and established an Advisory Committee on Visible 
Minorities within the City.
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Plaque commemorating the 5th Anniversary of the Chinese Canadian 
National Council and the Mid-Autumn Festival presented to the City by 
the Chinese Canadian National Council, September 15, 1985
City of Ottawa Archives | MC1985-061

The Ottawa Chapter of the Chinese Canadian National Council 
(CCNC) celebrated the Mid-Autumn Festival and the 5th anniversary 
of the founding of the CCNC, organizing a parade along Somerset 
Street West from Dundonald Park to the Dalhousie Community 
Centre on September 15, 1985.  Festivities included lion dances, 
the Phoenix Dance Troupe, puppet shows, martial arts displays, 
mooncakes, and paper lanterns. The Mid-Autumn Festival, also 
known as the Moon Festival or the Mooncake Festival, is a traditional 
Chinese festival celebrating the harvest and the full moon.
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Orientation radio program, CHEZ 106

Orientation was a 15-minute weekly radio program produced by, 
but not exclusively for, Chinese Canadians, which ran on  CHEZ 
106 from 1982 to 1988. Orientation provided a dedicated voice 
and perspective on mainstream radio covering a range of issues 
affecting Chinese Canadians in Ottawa, including the head tax, racial 
discrimination, media stereotyping and multiculturalism. It also 
featured interviews with local community leaders, news reporting 
and commentaries and works by Chinese Canadian poets, artists and 
musicians, as well as satirical skits.

Ed Lam, left, and Robert Yip work on their weekly radio program.
Photo: Wayne Cuddington



Orientation, CHEZ 106 log book
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-3

Orientation, CHEZ 106 cassettes
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-3-2
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Culture and recreation

Chinese Young People’s Society 

Succeeding generations of Ottawa Chinese immigrants embraced 
both their Chinese and Canadian heritage, traditions and identities. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, the Chinese Mission and the Young People’s 
Society taught Canadian born children about the Chinese language, 
history and culture and organized social activities such as dances, 
plays, fashion shows, fundraisers, teas and sports. Chinese cultural 
associations, festivals, artists and authors continue this exploration 
and intersection of Chinese Canadian culture and identities.

Lives of the Family website, Denise Chong

Betty Joe, Daisy Joe and Mrs. Irene [Joe] Wong, Chinese Young Peoples  
Society prepare for Lotus Blossom Tea, April 22, 1956 
City of Ottawa Archives | CA038025
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Chinese Theme Adds to  
Color of YPS Tea
The Ottawa Journal,  
May 1, 1956 · page 12
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Wedding photo of Nellie Laura Wong and Thomas H. Won,  
October 23, 1954
City of Ottawa Archives | CA030901 

Wedding photo of Bernice Wong and Norman David Sim,  
July 30, 1955
City of Ottawa Archives | CA033742

Baptism of Norman and Thomas Gee, sons of Mrs. Raymond Gee, 
 by Rev. Dr. Yau Szeto, April 1, 1956
City of Ottawa Archives | CA037628

Chinese cooking demonstration by Louisa Tang for  
Gloucester High School students, October 15, 1971 
City of Ottawa Archives | CA050915

1)

2)

3)

4)
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The Chinese Aces Hockey Team, 1941–1945

At Chinese school, held in the evenings at the Chinese Mission at 
314 Lisgar Street, some teenage boys had an idea: they would form 
an all-Chinese hockey team and call it the “Chinese Aces.”The team 
drew players from Ottawa, Hull and Aylmer.

The Chinese Aces’ first practices were on ice that the boys cleared on 
the Rideau Canal. Known as a small, scrappy and determined team, 
the Aces held their own in exhibition games against teams from 
Ottawa and nearby districts. Crowds packed the arena. The Aces 
used their appearances to collect donations for war relief in China. 

Text from Lives of the Family website

The Chinese Aces Hockey Team, 1941
Back row (left to right): Edwin Joe, Paul Sim, Leslie Wong, Alford Seto  
(deceased), and Donald Sim. Front row (left to right): William Joe,  
Robert Seto (deceased), Allan Way-Nee, George Fong Quinn, and  
Hector Seto. Missing: William Fong Quinn
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Ottawa Journal, January 13, 1942

Headline from Ottawa Journal, January 13, 1942 pg 17
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The Wong Brothers Make Their Mark, 
pages 16-17.  
Illustrated by Don Kwan.
Capital History Comics [2018]
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-4-1



Wedding photo of Daisy Joe and Kenneth Lee, April 27, 1957 
City of Ottawa Archives | CA044622
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Lives of the Family: Stories of Fate and Circumstance  
by Denise Chong, 2013
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-4-3
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Redress

Since 1984, the Chinese Canadian National Council (CCNC) has been 
seeking redress and an apology from the federal government for 
the Chinese Head Tax of 1885 and Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923. 
This campaign included petitions, legal challenges, community 
meetings and rallies. CCNC-Ottawa was part of this campaign. On 
June 22, 2006, Prime Minister Stephen Harper issued an apology 
and announced the payment of compensation to surviving head tax 
payers and living spouses of deceased taxpayers.

Prime Minister Stephen Harper issued a full apology for the Chinese 
Head Tax, June 22, 2006. Surviving Head Tax Payers holding the papers 
issued by the Federal government. 

Members and supporters of the Chinese Canadian National Council 
rally on Parliament Hill, October 29, 2002. Photo by Robert Yip.

Photo: 

Photo: 
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Media Release: Rally on Parliament Hill, CCNC Ottawa Chapter, 
October 29, 2002
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Chinese Canadian National Council holds Ottawa Head tax forum,  
Capital Chinese News, 2001 
City of Ottawa Archives | MG911-1
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Conclusion

For more information about the history of Chinese settlers in 
Ottawa, consider exploring the following resources:

•  Reference Room copy of Lives of the Family by Denise Chong
•  Ottawa Tourism, Chinatown
•  Chinatown BIA

Lives of the Family: Stories of Fate and Circumstance

International bestselling author of The Concubine’s Children, Denise 
Chong returns to the subject of her most beloved book, the lives 
and times of Canada’s early Chinese families. 

In 2011, Denise Chong set out to collect the history of the 
earliest Chinese settlers in and around Ottawa, who made their 
homes far from any major Chinatown. Many would open cafés, 
establishments that once dotted the landscape across the country 
and were a monument to small-town Canada. This generation of 
Chinese immigrants lived at the intersection of the Exclusion Act in 
Canada, which divided families between here and China, and two 
momentous upheavals in China: the Japanese invasion and wartime 
occupation; and the victory of the Communists, which ultimately led 
these settlers to sever ties with China. 

This book of overlapping stories explores the trajectory of a 
universal immigrant experience, one of looking in the rear-view 
mirror while at the same time, travelling toward an uncertain future. 
Intimate, haunting and powerful, Lives of the Family reveals the 
immigrant’s tenacity in adapting to a new world.
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